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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK 

 
 

The snow is flying fast and furious outside 

my window in Montreal as I write this, so it 

seems wonderfully optimistic to be thinking 

about events to come in the spring and 

summer.  2016 is, as we all know, a 

tremendously important year for Ireland and 

for Irish studies around the world.  The 

centenary of the Easter Rising is at the centre 

of countless essays, editorials, academic 

conferences, and social commemorations, 

including the events planned in Dublin this 

coming April.  For those of you lucky enough 

to be attending any of the ceremonies, 

exhibitions, or conferences in Ireland, 

Canada, or any of the other locations 

worldwide, I wish you a wonderful time and 

the best of luck with crowd-control!  We are 

always happy to include column inches in the 

newsletter from members who have attended Irish 

Studies-related events, so do let us know how you 

have experienced the Decade of Centenaries thus 

far.  

The Rising will also be a key theme at the 

upcoming CAIS conference, Summits: New 

Perspectives and New Vistas in Irish Studies, held 

at the Banff Centre in Banff, Alberta, from May 

25th to 28th. The conference schedule is being 

finalized and will be available for your perusal 

very soon. All those giving papers in Banff need 

to be paid-up members of CAIS, so please make 

sure that you have renewed your membership 

(more below).  Registration is now open and all 

of the important details have been posted by 

conference organizer Michele Holmgren on the 

CAIS website: 

http://www.irishstudies.ca/caisacei-2016-

conference/.  This might be the first of our 

conferences to include an explicit notice to CAIS 

members not to feed the wildlife!  You have been 

warned… 

Unfortunately, I won’t be able to attend this 

year’s conference or AGM as my husband and I 

are expecting our first child this spring, but I 

know that with Michele, Jérémy, and the rest of 

the CAIS executive at the helm, you are all in 

very good hands! 

 

The CAIS 1916 Conference 
At the Halifax AGM last year, our own 

Newsletter Editor, Michael Quigley, was tasked 

by the membership with organizing a CAIS-

specific event to commemorate the Easter Rising.  

He has more than met the challenge!   

http://www.irishstudies.ca/caisacei-2016-conference/
http://www.irishstudies.ca/caisacei-2016-conference/
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I am delighted to announce that a special 

one-day conference on 1916 has been 

arranged in participation with the Irish 

Embassy on Saturday, 22 October 2016 at 

the Ambassador’s Official Residence in 

Ottawa. Speakers include Joe Lee, Margaret 

Ward and Robert Ballagh, while panels will 

cover such themes as the working class, 

women’s participation, the wider context of 

the Great War, and Canadian responses to the 

Rising.  CAIS is most grateful for the support 

this exciting event has already received from 

the Irish Embassy, St. Mary’s University, 

Concordia University’s School of Irish 

Studies, St Michael’s College at the 

University of Toronto, Dalhousie University, 

and private donations, without which the 

conference would not be possible.  More 

information will be posted on the CAIS 

website in the near future, but please mark the 

date in your calendars now! (See below, p.12)  

 

Memberships 
Online memberships are now once again 

available at http://www.irishstudies.ca/join-

cais/.  My thanks to Michele Holmgren for all 

of her dedicated work in getting this vital part 

of the Association running again.  You can 

also feel free to use the traditional method of 

the mail-in form available at the back of this 

newsletter to choose either a one- or three-

year membership.  A new issue of the 

Canadian Journal of Irish Studies has just 

been published, with many more well under-

way – if you haven’t renewed yet, please do 

so now to ensure sure that you won’t miss any 

of them. 

All the best for the spring and summer of 

2016 – and for those of you heading to Banff, 

don’t feed the bears! 

 

 
 

 

 
“We could all be saved by keeping an eye on the 

hill…for there it is,  

Eternally, if irrelevantly, visible--.” 

(Derek Mahon) 
 

CANADIAN ASSOCIATION FOR IRISH 
STUDIES/L’ASSOCIATION CANADIENNE 

D’ETUDES IRLANDAISES 
BANFF, 2016 

Summits: New Perspectives and New 
Vistas in Irish Studies 

From Croagh Patrick to the Mournes to Ben 
Bulben, mountains and their summits provide a 
sense of scale and perspective. Summits can be 
defined as viewpoints, allowing explorers to look 
back to where they started, or to discern 
patterns not visible from ground level. Summits 
can also be considered the high point of 
achievement or quality.  Finally, summits can be 
meetings that allow for cooperation and new 
endeavors among nations or disciplines.   

After more than forty years of hosting 
summits of Irish scholars in Canada and abroad, 
CAIS/ACEI recognizes that current viewpoints 
were gained from standing on previous work 
done in Irish and Irish Canadian studies.  This 
year’s summit of Irish studies will provide a 
glimpse of new vistas, whether they be a 
reevaluation of existing fields in Irish studies or 
exploration of emerging areas including eco-
criticism, gender and sexuality studies, material 
culture, emerging medias, new perspectives on 
immigration and diaspora, commemoration and 

http://www.irishstudies.ca/join-cais/
http://www.irishstudies.ca/join-cais/
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memory studies in the context of historic 
anniversaries, including but not limited to the 
Easter Rising and World War I.   The 
conference will be hosted at the Banff 
Centre, a non-profit arts retreat and 
conference centre in Banff National Park in 
the beautiful Canadian Rockies in Alberta.  

Join us for panels featuring nearly 35 
presenters on a wide range of topics, 
including             

 New perspectives on the Easter Rising 

 Commemoration and Memory Studies  

 Irish language and culture 

 Popular Culture 

 New perspectives on Irish in Canada & 
other Irish diasporic communities 

 New perspectives on the Irish in Western 
Canada/Western United States 

There will also be films on conference 
themes, readings by Maeve Bancroft and 
John Menaghan, and the famous CAIS/ACEI 
banquet and “noble call” post dinner 
entertainment.  There should also be time 
available for hikes, nature walks, tours, visits 
to the museums in Banff’s heritage town. 
 

Keynotes 

 
 

Marianna O’Gallagher Memorial Lecture will 
be given by Dr. Padraig O Siadhail, D’Arcy 

McGee Chair of Irish Studies, St. Mary’s 
University, Halifax 
“‘Agus cé’n chaoi ar thaithnigh na Canadas leat?’ 
(And how did you like Canada?): Points of 
Convergence and Divergence in Coming-to-
Canada Novels in Irish and English.”  
 
Keynotes will also be given by 
 
His Excellency Dr. Ray 
Bassett, Ambassador, 
Embassy of Ireland, 
Ottawa 
Title:  T.B.A. 
 
 
 

 
 
Dr. Susan Cahill, 
Concordia University, 
Canadian School of Irish 
Studies 
Title: T.B.A. 
 

 
Ms. Susan Hart, BC provincial government archivist. 
Susan Hart facilitated the donation of her brother 
Peter Hart’s archival records to the Archives at the 
Memorial University of Newfoundland QEII Library.  
She will be presenting an archivist’s and donor’s 
perspective on the contents of Dr. Hart’s records and 
discussing not only their research potential, but also 
issues relevant to any academic’s papers, including 
preserving confidentiality of sources and colleagues, 
email and digital records issues, and the roles of 
archivists and donors. 

CONFERENCE INFORMATION 
 
REGISTRATION:  Please click on the link below to 
register for the conference online. 
 

CAIS/ACEI 2016 BANFF 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/canadian-association-for-irish-studies-conference-2016-tickets-21433910403
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You may also send a cheque, made out to 
Canadian Association for Irish Studies to: 
Michele Holmgren,  
Department of English 
Mount Royal University, 
4825 Mount Royal Gate SW 
Calgary, AB, Canada T3E 6K6   
 
ACCOMMODATIONS (We encourage conference 
goers to stay at the Banff Centre) 
Please click on the hyperlink below to access the 
CAIS/ACEI page. 
 
CAIS 2016 
Meeting: May-25-16 - May-29-16 
if you are experiencing problems with the link 
please navigate your browser to:  
https://register.banffcentre.ca/v1webcontrols/Av
ailability.asp?WCI=Groups&WCE=GroupSelect&B
ookID=31796&GroupPassword=91 
 
About Banff Centre 
Banff Centre is a non-profit conference centre 
that specializes in hosting arts and cultural 
events, academic and community conferences.   
It also provides artists retreats and cultural 
events; many well-known Canadian artists and 
writers create or teach at the centre throughout 
the year, and the centre sponsors many concerts 
and performances. 
The Banff Centre accommodation package 
provides breakfast and lunch each day, as well as 
a standard or superior room.  There is also a 
reduced room rate fee for double-occupancy, if 
you wish to share a room.  (Each delegate would 
still purchase a meal package).   CAIS/ACEI will 
provide coffee and tea breaks in the morning and 
afternoon.  
The centre’s  operating costs are supported by 
the revenue generated from accommodations; if 
you prefer to stay at another location, the centre 
will apply a $30 off-site  Please contact Michele 
Holmgren (mholmgren@mtroyal.ca) if you plan 
to stay off-site.  
TRANSPORTATION FROM CALGARY-BANFF 
Brewster travel offers a bus service from the 
Calgary Airport to Banff: 

http://www.brewster.ca/transportation/brewster-
banff-airport-express/ 
If you are renting a car, there is parking available at 
the Banff Centre.  
For more information, check out the Banff Centre and 
Banff National Park through the following links: 
The Banff Centre 
Banff National Park 
Banff Alberta Tourism 
 
Questions about the conference?   Please contact 
mholmgren@mtroyal.ca 

 

United Irish Societies Princess:  
Concordia Graduate Student  

Helene-Jane Groarke 

 

I was lately lucky enough to be a contestant in the 
Queen Selection of the United Irish Societies of 
Montreal. This was a challenging experience where I 
had to speak in front of over 300 people, competing 
with twenty other girls to be a member of the court. I 
had already tried out last year but did not move to 
the third round. This made me realize that it required 
more than a knowledge of Irish history since public 
speaking abilities are also essential to the selection 
process. This event is about relating Irish culture to 
our personal experiences rather than having an 
academic perspective which is what changed for me 
since last year. The selection process is structured 
into three rounds, the first being a short presentation 

https://register.banffcentre.ca/v1webcontrols/Availability.asp?WCI=Groups&WCE=GroupSelect&BookID=31796&GroupPassword=91
https://register.banffcentre.ca/v1webcontrols/Availability.asp?WCI=Groups&WCE=GroupSelect&BookID=31796&GroupPassword=91
https://register.banffcentre.ca/v1webcontrols/Availability.asp?WCI=Groups&WCE=GroupSelect&BookID=31796&GroupPassword=91
https://register.banffcentre.ca/v1webcontrols/Availability.asp?WCI=Groups&WCE=GroupSelect&BookID=31796&GroupPassword=91
mailto:mholmgren@mtroyal.ca
http://www.brewster.ca/transportation/brewster-banff-airport-express/
http://www.brewster.ca/transportation/brewster-banff-airport-express/
https://www.banffcentre.ca/
http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-np/ab/banff/index.aspx
http://www.banfflakelouise.com/
mailto:mholmgren@mtroyal.ca


 5 

of ourselves, the second being an answer to a 
question we had previously drawn and the final 
round, reserved to the five girls who will be in the 
court, decides on who will be the queen by asking 
an impromptu question.   

I was chosen to be one of the princesses and 
my experience so far has been overwhelming and 
incredible. From a radio interview the morning 
after the Selection and a TV appearance my limits 
have already been pushed. These events are 
showing me that I am more capable than I 
thought when speaking in public while also 
developing a better understanding of the Irish 
community of Montreal. As a Masters student 
studying the Irish community and societies of 
Montreal this experience is fascinating. It reminds 
me that my subject of study concerns people; it 
humanizes a group which I had come to see as a 
case study forgetting their emotional attachment 
to Ireland and their lived experiences since the 
wave of immigration in the nineteenth century. I 
am meeting interesting people who possess a 
life-time of knowledge on what it means to be 
Irish, or of Irish descent, in Montreal. What I 
previously saw as a community worth studying 
historically is now starting to be an active 
community involved in many charities and events 
celebrating the Irish in Montreal and Canada. This 
opportunity is teaching me a lot about myself and 
the Irish in Montreal.  

 

 
CJIS: Notes from the Editor 

 

I hope that all members have received their 

copy of Vol. 39:1 of the Canadian Journal of 

Irish Studies. We were delighted to publish 

this special issue subtitled “Landscapes: 

Places of memory, subversive spaces, and 

boundary crossings," edited by Willeen 

Keogh and Dara Culhane of Simon Fraser 

University. The Treasury of Resources is a 

captivating archival study, by Dara Culhane, of 

the Sheehy Skeffington Papers at the National 

Library of Ireland Archives; the Canadian 

component of these documents makes them all 

the more fascinating for readers. Some of the 

articles in this collection derive from 

presentations at the CAIS conference in 

Vancouver in 2013. Included as well is the 

keynote address given at the CAIS 2015 

conference in Halifax by David Wilson, 

entitled “The Fenian World of Jeremiah 

Gallagher.” A new departure is the expansion of 

our review section, to include performances such 

as theatre. Volume 39:2 is currently being 

prepared for publication, and will appear in late 

spring. It is a general (rather than special) issue, 

with many remarkable facets.  

 

Please keep in mind that we continue to solicit 

submissions of articles that engage compellingly 

with Irish and Irish diaspora studies. Especially 

welcome are trans- or interdisciplinary work, 

research in visual, material, or spatial studies, and 

cutting-edge discursive engagement. We also 

welcome inquiries from those who wish to review 

new Irish or Irish-related publications, 

performances, installations, exhibitions, etc. 
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News from Concordia’s 
School of Irish Studies 

 
Special Announcement from Irish 
Studies at Concordia 
Because of the generous support of the 
Canadian Irish Studies Foundation, 
Concordia University’s School of Irish 
Studies has announced that it will provide 
tuition awards of $3,000 annually to all 
students enrolled in the Major in Irish 
Studies who meet certain eligibility 
requirements. For Quebec-based students, 
this amount covers full tuition while for all 
other students the $3,000 is payable 
towards their fees. The Major in Irish 
Studies can be taken in various 
combinations with other programs, so that 
students do not have to choose between 
Irish Studies and other areas of interest. In 
addition to these tuition awards, the School 
also provides generous scholarships 
(totalling more than $30,000), and special 
financial support to study in Ireland during 
the summer. For full details on how the 
Major in Irish Studies might be combined 
with other areas of study, as well as 
information on awards and scholarships 
consult the School’s website: 
cdnirish.concordia.ca 
 
The Centenary of the 1916 Rebellion 

To mark 
this special 
year, the 
School’s 
Eleventh 
Annual St. 
Patrick’s 
Society 

Lecture in Irish Studies will be given by Síle 
de Valera, granddaughter of Eamon de 
Valera. In her own right, Síle de Valera has 
participated in Irish political life. In 1977, 
she was elected as the youngest member of 

the Irish Parliament for Dublin Constituency, 
and in 1979 was elected the youngest member 
of the European Parliament. From 1997 to 
2007, she represented the constituency of 
Clare, during which time she served as 
Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 
and Minister of State for Education. She was 
also elected Vice-President of Fianna Fail, the 
political party founded by her grandfather.  
Her lecture will take place at 7.00pm on 
Thursday, March 31, 2016, in room 937 Hall 
Building.  

On September 22, 2016, the School will 
screen “Re-Framing 1916,” the special film 
commissioned by the Government of Ireland 
and researched and produced by Notre Dame 
University over a five-year period.   Narrated 
by Liam Neeson, the film will be preceded by a 
panel of distinguished historians discussing the 
Easter Rising, to be followed by a reception.   
 
Summer Scholar-in-Residence 

The School of Irish Studies 
is pleased to welcome Dr. 
Derek Gladwin as Scholar-
in-Residence this summer.  
Dr. Gladwin will conduct 
research and mentor 
graduate students, as well 
as give a public lecture and 
participate in the academic 
panel discussion during the 
Bloomsday celebrations.  

He will also teach a course on Ecocriticism in 
Irish Literature and Culture, during May and 
June. 
 
Maurice Bric appointed inaugural James M. 
Flaherty Visiting Professor 
The School of Irish Studies is very pleased to 
host Professor Maurice J. Bric in April and May 
as the inaugural James M. Flaherty Visiting 
Professor.  Dr. Bric is a professor in the School 
of History at University College Dublin and a 
member of the Royal Irish Academy.    The 
James M. Flaherty program is a premiere 
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international exchange program, designed 
to promote greater dialogue and 
partnership between the Canadian and 
Irish universities, commemorating 
Canada’s former Minister for Finance, and 
great friend of Ireland, James M. Flaherty. 

The goals of the program are twofold: to 
build on the network of academic links 
between Canada and Ireland, resulting in 
increased academic co-operation, greater 
inter-cultural understanding and the 
potential for increased trade between both 
countries; and to support the development 
of excellence in research of individual 
scholars who have an evinced 
demonstrable and promising commitment 
to research in a field relating to both 
Canada & Ireland. Awards are made in two 
categories: the James M. Flaherty Research 
Scholarship, for junior scholars, and the 
James M. Flaherty Visiting Professorship, 
for established scholars.  Professor Bric will 
spend six to eight weeks at Concordia 
where he will continue research on his 
study of nineteenth-century Ireland and 
Quebec, and also give a public lecture and a 
seminar to graduate students. 

The 2016 Peter O’Brien Visiting Scholar 
Professor Eve Patten, 
School of English, 
Trinity College Dublin, 
will be the Peter O’Brien 
Visiting Scholar for the 
fall 2016 semester.  
Professor Patten’s 
research and teaching 
interests are in 
nineteenth and 

twentieth-century Irish Studies, twentieth-
century British fiction and the literature of 
war.  In 2004 she published Samuel 
Ferguson and the Culture of Nineteenth-
Century Ireland, and has since developed 
this work in several research papers on 
civic institutions and the middle class in 

Victorian Dublin. In 2008 she co-edited 
Literatures of War, the proceedings of the 2007 
conference of the Lawrence Durrell School, 
and her monograph Imperial Refugee: Olivia 
Manning’s Fictions of War was published by 
Cork University Press in 2013. With Jason 
McElligott, she also published The Perils of 
Print Culture: Book, Print and Publishing 
History in Theory and Practice (2014), and with 
Aidan O’Malley, Ireland, West to East: Irish 
Cultural Connections with Central and Eastern 
Europe (2013). She is currently editing a 
volume of essays for the forthcoming 
Cambridge University Press series, Irish 
Literature in Transition, and researching a 
monograph on English novelists and Ireland, 
1910-1945. While at Concordia, Professor 
Patten will teach two Irish literature courses, 
Writing 1916, and Literature and Northern 
Ireland, and give a public lecture to students, 
faculty and members of the wider community.  

Public seminar: 
"Belfast is Not Here": Israeli Perspectives 
on the Northern Irish Peace Process 
The Azrieli Institute of Israel Studies presents a 
Graduate Student-Faculty Seminar featuring Dr. 
Aidan Beatty on Thursday, March 10, 2016 at 1:00 
pm in the McEntee Room of the School of Irish 
Studies. Dr. Beatty completed his PhD in history at 
the University of Chicago in 2015. At Concordia, he 
is currently a Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at the 
Azrieli Institute of Israel Studies and also a 
Scholar-in-Residence at the School of Irish Studies. 
Palgrave Macmillan will publish his first book, a 
comparative study of masculinity in Zionism and 
Irish nationalism, in 2016. 
 
Bloomsday at Concordia’s Irish Studies: 

Montreal’s Bloomsday festival 
is now a four-day event, one 
of the biggest international 
celebrations of Joyce’s Ulysses. 
For full schedule go to: 
bloomsdaymontreal.com. The 
School of Irish Studies is a 
sponsor and participant in 
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these events, and will host two academic 
sessions on Joyce: on Monday, June 13, 
there will be panel discussions with several 
Joyce experts, from 10am to 3 pm; and on 
Wednesday, June 15, Concordia Professor 
André Furlani will give a lecture on Beckett 
and Joyce, 11:00am to 12:30 pm. 
 
Courses offered by the School of Irish 
Studies in the 2016/17 academic year 
Summer  
Ecocriticism in Irish Literature and Culture 
 
Fall  
Introduction to Irish Studies 
History of Ireland 
The Irish Revolution, 1913-1923 
Irish Traditional Music: A Global 
Soundscape 
Classic Irish Plays 
Highlights of Irish Literature 
Narrating Irish Childhoods 
The Irish Short Story Tradition 
Literature and Northern Ireland 
Writing ‘1916’ 
 
Fall/Winter (September 2016-April 
2017) 
Irish Language and Culture I 
Irish Language and Culture II 
 
Winter 2017  
The Irish in Canada 
Celtic Christianity  
The Great Irish Famine 
Irish Cultural Traditions in Quebec 
Irish Performance Studies 
Irish Film Studies 
Introduction to Irish Material Culture 
Politics of Northern Ireland 
History and Memory in Ireland 
Research Methods in Irish Studies 
 
 
 
 

 

Thomas Moore after a painting by Thomas Lawrence 

Thomas Moore in Europe 

Blog launched 20 January 2016 

http://blogs.qub.ac.uk/erin/ 

 

This announces the launch of  ERIN (September 

2015–August 2017) which is co-funded by the 

Horizon 2020 Framework Programme of the 

European Union.  ERIN or “Europe’s Reception 

of the Irish melodies and National Airs: Thomas 

Moore in Europe” examines Moore’s cultural 

network and the dissemination and reception of 

his works in Europe; Irish Melodies, National 

Airs and music associated with Lalla Rookh.  The 

blog, Thomas Moore in Europe, provides readers 

with an opportunity to follow the research project 

ERIN while also providing a forum for 

discussion.  The blog is moderated by Dr Sarah 

McCleave, Senior Lecturer, and Dr Tríona 

O’Hanlon, Marie Skłodowska-Curie Research 

Fellow, at the School of Creative Arts (Music), 

Queen’s University Belfast, Northern Ireland and 

can be accessed through the link above.   

 

 

http://blogs.qub.ac.uk/erin/
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Cecil James Houston 

 
 

On February 25th 1954 the Cunard liner, 
Ascania, slowly made its way down the 
Mersey at the commencement of a voyage 
that would bring its passengers from 
Liverpool to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Aboard 
the liner, James Houston, his wife, Emily, 
and their three children, Cecil aged 9 and 
twins Vivian and Muriel, aged 8, were 
ensconced. Arriving at Pier 21 in Halifax 
the Houstons quickly boarded a special 
immigrant train to Toronto where they 
were met by Cecil’s aunt and uncle had 
arrived two years previously. The 
experience had a formative influence on 
Cecil. His life’s work in academia 
subsequently revolved around themes of 
migration geography, settlement processes 
and cultural transfer: much, but not all of it, 
had a focus on the Irish, especially the 
Protestant Irish, in Canada. 

Cecil was born in the townland of 
Ballyarnett on the edge of Derry City on 
October 11th 1943. The region benefited 
little from post-war economic recovery and 
emigration to Canada was the preferred 
choice of many. The Houstons settled in 
Toronto where Cecil attended Parkdale 
Collegiate before enrolling in the University 

of Toronto. In university Cecil came under the 
influence of the distinguished population 
geographer, N. C. Fields who had an especial 
interest in the Soviet Union. Cecil pursued 
graduate studies under Fields and identified 
economic development and internal migration 
within the Moscow metropolitan region as his 
thesis topic. It was the time of the Cold War 
and travel to the USSR was difficult. With 
customary energy Cecil engaged with the 
challenge. He became fluent in the Russian 
language and spent several research intensive 
periods in the country. A career in External 
Affairs would have been possible but Cecil 
remained loyal to his discipline and his 
university. In 1972 he took up a teaching 
appointment in the Geography Department in 
Erindale College, now University of Toronto, 
Mississauga (UTM). 

It was there that I first encountered Cecil in 
September 1973. I had arrived as a visiting 
Assistant Professor, having just graduated 
with a PhD from the National University of 
Ireland. An Ulster background, and accent to 
confirm it, intrigued him as did my name. 
Within a few minutes of meeting, and 
employing conversational tactics well-honed 
in that northern Irish region, we had 
established our likely religious and political 
affiliations and, more prosaically, exchanged 
details of our research and teaching interests.. 
Over the next several years we developed a 
shared research agenda and a series of joint 
publications were authored.  

The Geography Department in Erindale 
provided a friendly and supportive academic 
environment and Cecil was one of its most 
stalwart members. He served it assiduously as 
Professor and, later, Departmental Chairman. 
In the 1980s he broadened his interests to 
embrace the emerging composite discipline of 
Canadian Studies and spent three semesters in 
Japan teaching that subject and becoming 
commendably fluent in the Japanese language. 
Back in Erindale he rose through the ranks to 
become Associate Professor and full Professor 
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in the Geography department before 
moving into the realm of university 
management. He became Associate Dean of 
Social Sciences (1993-99), Vice-Principal of 
Instructional Development (1994-99) and 
Director of Communications, Culture and 
Technology Program (2000-2002). 

In his role as a member of the senior 
management team in UTM Cecil displayed a 
strong strategic sense by pursuing alliances 
with institutions and public bodies in the 
hinterland. He cultivated productive 
relationships with private and corporate 
philanthropic bodies and helped generate 
very significant funds for the realization of 
an ambitious campus development plan. 
Through his efforts the academic portfolio 
of UTM was broadened. As a former 
colleague has remarked Cecil “was the 
closest to an academic entrepreneur that 
you could ever get.” He was recognised as a 
man with ideas: a go-to person for 
solutions to administrative and academic 
problems alike. 

In UTM and, later in his role as Dean of 
Arts and Social Sciences in Windsor, Cecil 
adopted a strategic approach to helping 
weaker students adjust to the challenge of 
university life. In UTM he oversaw the 
creation of the Academic Skills Centre 
which tackled the task of prior-learning 
assessment of incoming students and he 
successfully replicated a version of this 
prototype in Windsor. Vision, courage and 
innovation underpinned all of these 
endeavours and his creative effort was 
endorsed by imitation in many other 
Canadian universities. 

In 2002 Cecil moved to the University of 
Windsor to take up an appointment as 
Executive Dean of the Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences. He tackled challenges with 
customary relish. At all times he 
maintained a firm and supportive hand on 
the pulse of the faculty and when a new 
program in Music, Visual Arts and Film was 

added he generously took on the added duties 
of Acting Director of the new unit. He 
supported diaspora studies within the Faculty 
and characteristically established a 
scholarship fund to support underprivileged 
black students. In July 2013 Cecil completed 
his ten year term as Dean and embarked on a 
well-deserved sabbatical.  

Cecil was more than a successful leader in 
the two universities of his choice. He brought 
those same qualities of supportive leadership, 
strategic vision and energetic engagement to 
organizations and bodies external to the 
campus. Undoubtedly, the organization with 
which he identified most closely was CAIS, The 
Canadian Association of Irish Studies. He 
served as its President, 1999-2002 and under 
his auspices the annual conference was hosted 
in UTM in 1994 and again in 2002. He took his 
commitments to CAIS seriously and invested 
time and resources doing what he deemed 
appropriate for his watch. Conscious that 
many academic associations have difficulty in 
outliving their founding generation, Cecil 
decided to invest in the support of young 
graduate students attending their first CAIS 
meeting. Throughout a period of twenty years 
he mentored this next generation of scholars, 
personally leading a workshop that inculcated 
confidence, presentation skills and structure to 
the talks that they were scheduled to deliver. 
Many senior academics of today publicly 
acknowledge the significance of these 
workshops in developing their careers. In that 
respect he has left an enduring legacy in the 
field of Irish Studies in Canada. 

His enduring legacy may be seen also in the 
books and articles which he produced in the 
field of Irish migration, cultural transfer and 
settlement in Canada. Ireland, The Haunted 
Ark,1  edited with the assistance of Joseph 
Leydon contained a selection of the papers 
presented at the1994 CAIS conference and the 

                                                 
1
 Cecil J. Houston & Joseph Leydon (eds.) Ireland, The 

Haunted Ark, (Celtic Arts, Toronto , Canada),1996 
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breadth of interests covered in that 
publication reflected well Cecil’s deepening 
intellectual engagement with Ireland, 
particularly the complexities of life in 
Northern Ireland. To that end Cecil, in his 
later years, became a daily reader of the 
web edition of the Irish Times and was a 
committed advocate of the writings of 
fellow Derry men, Seamus Heaney and 
Brian Friel, as means of distilling and 
communicating at a global level the 
nuances of the micro-geography of a small 
but complex society located on the Atlantic 
fringe of western Europe. 

Cecil was a man of two homelands - 
Ireland and Canada – and he employed the 
proven geographical tools of scale and 
location to analyse and interpret the two 
places that unquestionably shaped his 
personal and professional life. Study of the 
Irish in Canada provided a lens that 
facilitated a perspective on the Irish 
homeland as much as it unveiled evidence 
of the distinctive Irish contribution to the 
configuration of a new transatlantic 
society.  Over the course of four decades 
Cecil and the present author generated 
seventeen published essays and three 
books on the topic of the contribution of 
the Irish in Canada. The role of The 
Protestant Irish, the significance of their 
pre-famine emigration history and their 
settlement geography in Atlantic and 
central Canada were the primary foci of our 
work. Careers in university management, 
however, disrupted our research. 
Conference attendance and publications 
became increasingly sporadic. But in 
September 2013 the way was clear to 
resume collaboration. Cecil arrived in 
Ireland on sabbatical leave and we selected 
a long-standing item on our “to do” list to 
ease us back into harness. The emigrant 
diary of Wilson Benson, we believed, 
deserved wider dissemination and also 
merited an analysis that would locate it 

within the historical context of pre-famine 
Ireland and the settlement geography of 
nineteenth century Ontario.  From Ulster to 
Canada 2 was researched, written and 
prepared for publication. Final corrections and 
proof-reading were underway when I received 
word from Italy that Cecil had undergone 
emergency surgery for a brain tumour. The 
manuscript with his corrections was emailed 
to me by his wife, Laura, from Pisa and I 
undertook to see it through to publication. It is 
our final collaborative venture. Wilson Benson, 
an emigrant pushed out of pre-famine Ulster 
by poverty and drawn to Canada by the hope 
of better prospects, had an especial appeal for 
Cecil who at a memorable CAIS event had once 
parodied the emigrant in a version of The Wild 
Colonial Boy.   

Four decades of collaborative academic 
research and writing probably constitute 
something of a record for longevity. The 
Canadian novelist, Alistair MacLeod once 
communicated his admiration for Irish 
Emigration and Canadian Settlement3– “It is 
very well written and I am not sure which lines 
are penned by William Smyth and which by 
Cecil Houston.” Text, maps, schematic 
diagrams and tables were produced by both 
authors, sometimes individually and 
sometimes in joint sessions. Endless revisions, 
best done seated at a single desk, blended, 
refined and amalgamated our respective 
contributions into a unified final product. 
Manuscripts, the earliest written in longhand, 
evolved over time into computer tapes, floppy 
discs and, finally, the exchange of emailed 
Microsoft word documents. We ranked our 
names in alphabetical order and remain 
content with scholarly products that privileged 

                                                 
2
 Cecil J. Houston and William J. Smyth, From Ulster to 

Canada: The life and Times of Wilson Benson, 1821-1911, 
(Belfast, Ulster Historical Foundation), 2015 
3
 Cecil J. Houston and William J. Smyth, Irish Emigration 

and Canadian Settlement: Patterns, Links & Letters 
(Toronto, University of Toronto Press) 1990. 
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neither and provided intellectual 
excitement, fun, friendship and satisfaction 
for both. 

Teacher, mentor, researcher, writer, 
administrator, member and past President 
of CAIS, Cecil James Houston has made a 
very significant contribution to Canada, its 
universities and to the field of Irish-
Canadian studies. His enigmatic smile, 
carefully timed wink, strong handshake 
and elegant thoughts are missed by many. 
 

William J. Smyth, President Emeritus 
National University of Ireland Maynooth 

St Brigid’s Day, February 1st 2016 
 

 

 

 

CAIS 1916 CONFERENCE  
 

Saturday October 22 
Official Residence of Ireland’s 

Ambassador to Canada 
291 Park Road, Ottawa 

 
The Canadian Association for Irish Studies 
is delighted to announce that we have been 
offered the use of the conference space in 
the Ambassador’s residence in Ottawa, 
which we have accepted with alacrity and 
gratitude.   
The line-up has been confirmed. 
 

Content:  
0900: Keynote: The Republic: Cast a Cold 
Eye: JOE LEE, NYU  
 
1015: Panel 1: The Status Quo Ante: Home 
Rule, the Church, & the Great War  
MARIE COLEMAN (Queen’s Belfast), NIALL 
KEOGH, JOHN BORGONOVO (UCC) 
 
1130: Keynote: Revolutionary Women of 
1916: MARGARET WARD  
 
1230: Lunch 
 
1330: Panel: Combustible Elements: 
Working Class, Women, Cultural Revival 
GAVIN FOSTER (Concordia), SONJA TIERNAN 
(Liverpool Hope), TIM MCMAHON (Marquette) 

1430: Panel 3: Canadian Responses to the 
Rising 
PÁDRAIG Ó SIADHAIL (St. Mary’s), PATRICK 
MANNION (Memorial), GARTH STEVENSON 
(Brock) 
 
1530: Coffee 
 
1600: Keynote: Looking Back: ROBERT 
BALLAGH (artist, creator of the images above 
and below) 
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CFPs 
Marginal Irish Modernisms  
 
An AHRC Research Network organised by 

Liverpool John Moores University, St 

Mary’s University, and Trinity College 

Dublin 

A Two-Day International Conference 

Liverpool John Moores University  

8-9 September 2016  

 
Convenors: Dr Gerry Smyth (LJMU)  

Dr Deaglán O Donghaile (LJMU)  
Keynotes: Professor Joe Bristow (UCLA)  

Dr Tina O’Toole (University of Limerick)  
*  

Committee:  

Matthew Frost (Manchester UP)  

Dr Keith Hopper (Oxford / SMUC)  

Prof. Maria Luddy (University of 

Warwick)  

Prof. Eve Patten (Trinity College, Dublin)  

Prof. Lance Pettitt (St Mary’s UC)  

Prof. Shaun Richards (St Mary’s UC)  

Dr Tom Walker (Trinity College, Dublin)  

 
The continuing centrality of modernism to 

debates about Irish cultural history was 

signalled by two recent (2014) publications: The 

Cambridge Companion to Irish Modernism, 

edited by Joseph Cleary; and a special Irish 

edition of the American journal Modernism / 

Modernity, edited by Joseph Bristow. As these 

interventions demonstrate, Irish modernism is 

generally understood as a unique response to 

the onset of large-scale systemic international 

modernisation at the end of the nineteenth 

century. In the literary sphere, its peculiar 

condition was determined by Ireland’s historical 

role as a peripheral colony, and its principal 

agents were a roll-call of male writers (Yeats, 

Joyce, Beckett, O’Brien, etc.) whose work 

could be understood as a response to that 

condition.  

Irish modernism also overlapped with, and was 

influenced by, developments in the political sphere 

– in particular, the nationalist / republican 

revolution. There were, however, a range of other 

socio-political discourses abroad during this period 

whose relation to modernism remains largely under-

studied: socialism, feminism, syndicalism, 

environmentalism, vegetarianism, animal rights, 

etc. Likewise, a host of ‘minor’ figures contributed 

to the social and political landscape of Ireland 

during the modernist era, yet their work has been 

largely excised from the official narrative of the 

country’s modern development.  

Despite the subsequent domination of literary 

discourse, modernism was in fact a pan-disciplinary 

phenomenon which extended into a range of fields 

and practices engaging with different aspects of 

modern Irish life: music, fine art, science, 

architecture, design, planning, film and popular 

culture, etc. The domination of a particular model 

and a particular trajectory of Irish modernism has 

militated against a fuller appreciation of its impact 

across a wide spectrum of Irish life from the late 

nineteenth century to the present.  

This conference proposes a new, more nuanced and 

more accurate understanding of Ireland’s political, 

social and cultural evolution during a key period 

within the nation’s modern history. This will in turn 

facilitate a re-orientation of the political and cultural 

narratives within which the developing nation 

remains caught. Rethinking modernism necessitates 

rethinking Irish history and the forms of identity 

that have emerged as agents within that history.  

Issues for consideration might include:  

 How has the relationship between modernity, 

modernisation and modernism traditionally been 

conceptualised, and how may we begin to re-

theorise it within an Irish political / cultural 

framework?  

 How was the modernism / nationalism 

relationship organised during the period in question, 

and how has it been managed in subsequent critical 
debates?  

 How did contemporary aesthetic discourses 

engage with other key components of cultural 
identity – in particular, class and gender?  

 How is modernism negotiated and configured in 

a range of marginal Irish social / cultural practices – 
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e.g. genre fiction, photography, children’s 

writing, spiritualism, sexuality, psychoanalysis, 
advertising, library provision, publishing?  

 Outside the mainstream arts, what were 

contemporary people’s experience of 

modernism and how were these expressed?  

Please send proposals of no longer than 300 

words by 31 March 2016 to:  

Gerry Smyth: G.A.Smyth@ljmu.ac.uk  

Deaglán O Donghaile: 

D.G.ODonghaile@ljmu.ac.uk 

 

 

Symbiosis: 

A Journal of Transatlantic Literary 

and Cultural Relations: 
Transatlanticism's Influence on British 

Literary Study 

 

Transatlanticism is often credited with 

enriching, and sometimes even correcting, the 

study of American literature. By de-

emphasising the nation and its perceived 

coherence and uncovering crosscurrents from 

the British Isles, Europe, and Africa, 

transatlanticism seems the opposite of 

American exceptionalism. How, though, has 

transatlanticism enriched or challenged the 

study of British literature? The journal 

Symbiosis invites articles of 5,000 to 7,000 

words for a special issue on this topic, to 

appear in April 2017. Articles may, for 

example, analyse new authors, texts, genres, 

readings, or movements highlighted by the 

transatlantic context; study the influence of 

American writing on British writing; study 

how an encounter with American peoples 

gives shape to British literary styles or forms; 

analyse the cultural transmission of American 

discourses in the British Isles; disentangle (or 

entangle) the impact on ideas of Englishness 

of postcolonialism, Irish and Scottish studies, 

and transatlanticism; assess strategies for 

teaching transatlanticism; or discuss how the 

transatlantic puts pressure on period or genre 

designations within British literary study (like 

‘Romantic’ or ‘Victorian’). Regardless of the 

focus, articles should articulate the ramifications 

of transatlanticism for future studies of British 

literature. Submissions should be double spaced 

throughout, prepared (initially) to any recognised 

humanities style sheet, and addressed or sent as 

email attachments to both the guest editors 

(contact information listed below) by July 1st 

2016. Please contact the guest editors with 

queries pertaining to the special issue. 

 

Stephanie Palmer, Senior Lecturer of English, 

Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK. 

stephanie.palmer@ntu.ac.uk 

Erin Atchison, University of Auckland. 

erin.j.atchison@gmail.com 

 

 Book Notices 

 

When Shaw died in 1950, the world lost one of its 

most well-known authors, a revolutionary who 

was as renowned for his personality as he was for 

his humour, humanity, and rebellious thinking. 

He remains a compelling figure who deserves 

mailto:G.A.Smyth@ljmu.ac.uk
mailto:D.G.ODonghaile@ljmu.ac.uk
mailto:stephanie.palmer@ntu.ac.uk
mailto:erin.j.atchison@gmail.com
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attention not only for how influential he was 

in his time, but for how relevant he is to ours. 

This collection sets Shaw's life and 

achievements in context, with 42 scholarly 

essays devoted to subjects that interested him 

and defined his work. Contributors explore a 

wide range of themes, moving from factors 

that were formative in Shaw's life, to the 

artistic work that made him most famous and 

the institutions with which he worked, to the 

political and social issues that consumed 

much of his attention, and, finally, to his 

influence and reception. Presenting fresh 

material and arguments, this collection will 

point to new directions of research for future 

scholars. 

Cambridge University Press, 2015, $137.95 

 

Edited by Sébastien Charles (Université du 
Québec à Trois-Rivières). 
 
Research has tended to focus on 
Berkeley’s theory of immaterialism as the 
defining element of his thinking. In this 
book leading experts examine Berkeley’s 
writings on key political, economic, social, 
moral and ethical debates to demonstrate 
that his work is not simply theoretical but 
also bound to a practical concern with the 

well-being of humanity.  
The volume opens with nuanced analyses of 
Berkeley’s utilitarianism, which contributors 
position more precisely as a theological 
utilitarianism, a facet of natural law and a 
theory with a distinctly pragmatic basis. This 
doctrine is reconsidered in the context of 
Berkeley’s moral philosophy, with 
contributors highlighting the implications of 
free will for the evaluation of personal (or 
divine) responsibility for one’s actions. 
Berkeley’s concept of desire is reconfigured 
as a virtue, when channelled towards the 
common good of society. Contributors close 
by reassessing Berkeley’s political and 
economic thought and uncover its practical 
dimension, where individualism is sacrificed 
for the greater, national interest. 

 

 

A graphic novel by Christine Kinealy and John 

Walsh 
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The Bad Times is set during the Great Hunger, 

a disaster precipitated by the failure of the 

potato crop, but exacerbated by the 

inadequate policies of the British government 

and the cruelty and opportunism of some 

landowners and merchants. It takes place 

between 1846 and 1849. The Bad Times is 

based on the experiences of three young 

adults, Dan, Brigit and Liam, who are close 

friends, and their loyal dog, Cú. When the 

story commences, in late summer 1846, the 

potato crop is about to fail for a second time. 

Published by Quinnipiac University Press. 

http://www.badtimesgraphicnovel.com/#welc

ome 

 
In Unhappy the Land Liam Kennedy poses 
fundamental questions about the social and 

political history of Ireland and challenges cherished 
notions of a uniquely painful past. Images of 
tragedy and victimhood are deeply embedded in 
the national consciousness, yet when the Irish 
experience is viewed in the larger European context 
a different perspective emerges. The author’s 
dissection of some pivotal episodes in Irish history 
serves to explode commonplace assumptions 
about oppression, victimhood and a fate said to be 
comparable ‘only to that of the Jews’. Was the 
catastrophe of the Great Famine really an Irish 
Holocaust? Was the Ulster Covenant anything 
other than a battle-cry for ethnic conflict? Was the 
Proclamation of the Irish Republic a means of 
texting terror? And who fears to speak of an Irish 
War of Independence, shorn of its heroic 
pretensions? 

Kennedy argues that the privileging of ‘the gun, the 
drum and the flag’ above social concerns and 
individual liberties gave rise to disastrous 
consequences for generations of Irish people. 
Ireland might well be a land of heroes, from 
Cúchulainn to Michael Collins, but it is also worth 
pondering Bertolt Brecht’s warning: ‘Unhappy the 
land that is in need of heroes.’ 

Irish Academic Press 2015 

 

 

Sean Hillen’s Irelantis collages have been 

described as “the most vivid and emblematic 

expression of the dreams and anxieties of ‘Celtic 

Tiger’ Ireland” – and now have themselves 

become part of the cultural landscape. 

This set of 8 individual postcards of Seán Hillen’s 

acclaimed collages from Irelantis have been 

reproduced to the highest standards to maintain 

the feel of John Hinde’s originals that still inspire 

Seán to this day. They are printed on a high 

quality 380gsm art paper after which a gloss 

laminate finish is applied. Published by and 

available exclusively from Akehurst Press. 

Price: £8.99 

http://www.badtimesgraphicnovel.com/#welcome
http://www.badtimesgraphicnovel.com/#welcome
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The Hungarian Journal of 

English and American Studies 

Announces a Special Irish issue:  

Personal Remembrances of Seamus 

Heaney 

Helen Vendler, Harvard University and 
Bernard O’Donahue, Oxford University; 

scholarly essays on Seamus Heaney: 
“Crossing Common Ground: W. B. Yeats and 
Seamus Heaney”, Edward Larrissy, Queen’s 

University, Belfast 
“Seamus Heaney and the Making of Sweeney 

Astray”, Stephen Regan, University of 
Durham 

“Screening Belfast: ‘Heaney in Limboland’ 
and the Language of Belonging”, Rosie Lavan, 

Trinity College Dublin 
Familial and Literary Legacies in Seamus 
Heaney’s Human Chain”, Michael Parker 

Columbus State University, Georgia 
**Seamus Heaney section edited by Michael 

Parker** 
In Memoriam Brian Friel by Csilla Bertha, 

University of Debrecen 

(Self-)In-Mourning: Paul Muldoon’s Early 

Elegies by Wit Pietrzak, University of Łódź 

Contemporary Synge Criticism by Maria 

Kurdi, University of Pécs 

Review of Christopher Murray, The Theatre 

of Brian Friel: Tradition and 

Modernity(2014) Richard Rankin Russell, 

Baylor University 

Available at a pre-publication price of €22 

postpaid from the University of Debrecen, 

Hungary. 

Please include complete address and a check 

for €22 made out to the University of 

Debrecen and request HJEAS 21.2.    

Mail to: HJEAS, Prof. Péter Csato, Managing 

Editor, 4030 Debrecen, Pf. 73, University of 

Debrecen-IEAS, Egytemi Tér 1, Hungary 

H4030 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Lorne Thorpe, a well-

known pediatrician, is on 

a rare outing with his 

daughter Shawn when she 

goes missing. Although 

Shawn eventually returns, 

seemingly unharmed but 

refusing to talk about 

what has happened, it 

seems that she is not the 

only child who has gone 

missing from their 

Troutstream 

neighbourhood. Detective Beldon has been put on 

the case, but Dr. Thorpe's increasingly erratic 

behaviour is hindering his investigation. And it's 

imperative to solve the mystery before more 

children disappear. 

Gerald Lynch teaches at the University of 

Ottawa. geraldlynch.weebly.com/ 

Published by Signature Editions, Winnipeg. 

 

 
On the morning of Easter Sunday, 23 April 1916, 

the seven men who made up the Military Council 

of the secret Irish Republican Brotherhood 

gathered in Dublin’s Liberty Hall. By noon, the 

http://geraldlynch.weebly.com/
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Proclamation of the Irish Republic had been 

taken to the printers. Each man knew that he 

had signed his own death warrant. Carnage, 

destruction, humiliation and posthumous 

glory followed. As did an Ireland that would 

have satisfied none of them – partitioned, 

sectarian, mean-spirited, hostile to challenge 

or creativity and governed by narrow self-

interest.  

One hundred years on, award-winning writer 

Ruth Dudley Edwards explores how the lives 

of Ireland's founding fathers converged and 

how they came to espouse violence.  

"Ruth Dudley Edwards offers astute pen 

portraits of the leaders of the 1916 Rebellion. 

Her analysis of how these complex men, 

idealistic but also uncompromising, led a 

rebellion is a superb introduction to this 

period of momentous change in Irish history." 

Colm Tóibín 

 

 

John Hume gained worldwide recognition and 

respect for his principled opposition to the use of 

violence as a means of resolving the deep 

divisions between the people of Northern Ireland, 

between those who favour Irish unity and those 

who favour maintaining the union with Britain. A 

civil rights activist, founding member of the 

SDLP and leading politician in Northern Ireland 

during the long period of the Troubles, his constant 

message was the need to heal sundered relationships 

between the people of Ireland, north and south, and 

between the people of Ireland and Britain. This book 

of essays – edited by Sean Farren and Denis Haughey 

– assesses Hume’s role throughout the Troubles as he 

campaigned in Ireland, Europe and the US to 

influence politicians and opinion makers in the cause 

of justice and peace. 

240pp; ills. HBK [€24.95]  Online Price: €22.45  

www.fourcourtspress.ie  

 
BOOK REVIEW 

The Rough Rug-headed Kern Howls Back: 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets Cross the Irish Sea 

by Gearóid Denvir, Professor of Irish NUIG 
        The Anglo-Norman conquest of Ireland at the 
end of the twelfth century introduced the first groups 
of English speakers to Ireland and initiated the 
interface between the two languages and cultures 
which continues to this day. Despite this long, and 
sometimes fraught relationship, translation to and 
from both languages has been a constant cultural and 
literary phenomenon, particularly from the late 16th 
century onwards – a period happily coinciding with 
the life and times of Shakespeare, who in Richard II 
(Act II, Scene I) called the Irish: 

Rough rug-headed kerns 
Which live like venom where no venom else 
But only they have privilege to live. 

      As with all foreigners in Shakespeare’s plays, the 
Irish are invariably represented as comic, barbaric 
and uncivilized figures and their language is a 
fundamental part of their lack of civility. In Henry IV 
(Act III, Scene I) Hotspur tells Lady Hotspur that he 
would rather listen to someone ‘howl in Irish’ than 
‘sing in Welsh’, and in The Tempest (Act I, Scene II) 
Prospero says to Caliban, who is most likely of Celtic 
origin, that he: 

… taught thee each hour 
One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage, 

http://www.fourcourtspress.ie/


 19 

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble 
like 
A  thing most brutish, I endow’d  thy purposes 
With words that made them known. 

Thus, the Bard of Avon would in all likelihood 
have been rather disconcerted by the remarks of 
the eminent 19th century English poet and 
cultural critic, Matthew Arnold, who claimed in 
his influential The Study of Celtic Literature (1867) 
that: “But for early, frequent, and various contact 
with the race that in its half-barbarous days 
invented Ossian’s dialogues with St. Patrick, and 
that quickened afterwards the Northmens’ blood 
in France, Germanic England would not have 
produced a Shakespeare.” 
      Despite Arnold’s rather implausible assertion, 
however, Shakespeare’s works did not cross the 
linguistic barrier from English to Irish until the 
second quarter of the 20th century. An 
Taibhdhearc, the national Irish language theatre 
company established in 1928 in Galway, 
produced three of Shakespeare’s plays between 
1938 and 1945: Coriolanus (translated by Liam Ó 
Briain and directed by Frank Dermody) in May 
1938; Macbeit (= Macbeth; translated by S. 
Labhrás Ó Súilleabháin and directed by Walter 
Macken) in November 1940; and Oidhche Chinn 
(= Twelfth Night; translated by Bhera Nic Sleoinín 
and directed by Walter Macken) in November 
1940. The translation of Macbeth was first 
published in 1925 (and republished in a 
modernised edition in 2007), while An Gúm, the 
government Irish language publication house 
established in 1925, published Coriolanus in 
1945. Interestingly, An Gúm archives show that 
the agency rejected for publication two 
translations of Shakespeare’s best known play, 
Hamlet, one by Eoin Ó Neachtain in 1944, the 
second by Seamus Cionnaithe in 1946. A selection 
of well-known passages from the plays, Radhairc 
as Drámaí Shakespeare, edited by Gearóid Ó 
Lochlainn, was published by An Gúm in 1965, and 
a most interesting translation of Hamlet’s famous 
soliloquy, ‘To be or not to be’, has recently come 
to light in a hitherto unpublished manuscript, 
translated in a prison cell in 1923 by novelist and 
native speaker of Irish from the Kerry Gaeltacht, 
Seán Óg Ó Caomhánach. 

      Whereas most Irish people would have at least 
some knowledge of Shakespeare’s plays from their 
school days, his Sonnets are rarely to be found on 
school curricula, with a few notable canonical 
exceptions, for example the ever-popular Sonnet LX, 
‘Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore’ 
which many of us learned in secondary school. Thus, 
Muiris Sionóid’s wonderful translation of 
Shakespeare’s complete Sonnets, Rotha Mór an 
Ghrá: Soinéid Shakespeare, published by Crigeán 
Press in 2006, took the Irish literary world completely 
by surprise. Not only are his translations of each 
sonnet linguistically adroit and skilful, but he also 
bravely re-arranges the traditional sequence of the 
poems in order, as he says in his introduction, to 
follow the relationships depicted – both real and 
imagined – without taking from the pleasure to be 
had from each individual poem. 
      Shakespeare’s Sonnets emanated from the world 
and worldview of the High Middle Ages in England, a 
period when Irish classical or bardic poetry was at the 
latter end of its pomp, despite the ongoing political 
conquest and colonization of Gaelic speaking Ireland 
by the English speaking Gall or foreigner. Thus, one of 
the most significant challenges for the would-be 
translator of Shakespeare’s Sonnets into Irish today is 
the question of the appropriate linguistic register of 
the target language. S(h)e must remain as faithful as 
possible to the scope and meaning of the original 
without compromising that target language. This 
difficulty is even more pronounced in poetry as what 
is most often lost in translation is that same poetry, 
not to mention the fact that classical Irish is more 
difficult for the reader of modern Irish than the 
English of Shakespeare for the reader of English 
today.  
      Despite these difficulties, which are not of course 
unique to modern Irish, one of the most significant 
successes of Sionóid’s translations is the achievement 
of a formal linguistic register, a heightened literary 
language that is both classical and modern at the 
same time. The translations remain true to the 
original poems and are simultaneously successful 
literary creations with a poem-life of their own. It is 
not easy to render Shakespearean English, not to 
mention the iambic pentameter, into modern Irish, 
but Sionóid succeeds in recreating the Sonnets as 
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Irish poetry or filíocht as it would be called within 
the worldview of the Gaelic tradition. 
      A fundamental theme in the Sonnets is the 
inexorable passage of Time and its ravages on 
humankind, although it is proclaimed from time 
to time that Art can somehow overcome this 
seemingly intractable process. Thus, in Sonnet 
XIX, ‘Devouring Time, blunt thou the lion’s paw’, 
Shakespeare declares that Art, Poetry, and thus 
his own composition can overcome the 
transience of the human condition despite all: 

Yet, do thy worst old Time: despite thy wrong, 
My love shall in my verse ever live young. 

which in Sionóid’s translation becomes: 
Do dhícheall donais déan; fós dá ainneoin 
Mairfidh go buan im’ dhán mo ghrá síoróg. 

      This is a fundamental trope in the Gaelic 
literary tradition, particularly in the classical 
poetry of the 12th–16th centuries where one 
often encounters the poet declaiming on the 
fundamental importance of his own art. The poet 
Giolla Bhrighde Mhac Con Midhe (1210-1272), for 
example, claimed that the ancient Gaelic heroes, 
Guaire, Cú Chulainn, Conall and Conchobhar are 
all still alive as their deeds have been eternalized 
in poetry: 

Gé  tá  marbh,  mairidh  Guaire 
’S  Cú  Chulainn  na  Craobhruaidhe ... 
Beo  ó  mhaireas  a  moladh 
Conall  agus  Conchobhar. 

      Sionóid’s translations of the Sonnets resonate 
back to the style and structure of such classical 
Irish poetry, with its line and verse based on 
syllabic count and internal and end rhymes rather 
than on accentuated metre. In an unpublished 
note he tells of his conscious search for such an 
appropriate linguistic and literary register which 
would do justice to what he describes as 
‘probably the greatest poetic mind that has ever 
been’: 

My first task on commencing was to find a form, 
a style and a language which would make 
possible the accomplishment of the prime 
purpose of my endeavours,  namely to 
reproduce – as fully and accurately as the many 
great differences between the languages, 
original and target, allow – all the beauties and 

splendours of these many-splendoured 
masterpieces. 

      The classicism of Sionóid’s versions of the Sonnets 
bring to mind in particular the less metrically strict 
form of the Dánta Grá, the classical love poems in the 
tradition of amour courtois. This, of course, is more 
than apposite as Love is another of the major themes 
of the Sonnets. Sionóid’s rendering of Sonnet CXLI, ‘In 
faith I do not love thee with mine eyes’, would 
resonate with any Gaelic lord of the 16th century as 
true to this genre: 

’Mo choinsias nach lem’ shúile a ghráimse thú, 
Mar dóibhsin ionat míle smál is léir; 
Mo chroí ’s é ‘ ghránn an ní is neamhní  leo siúd, 
’S, d’ainneoin an radhairc, ’tá réidh fút ’ bheith gan 
chéill. 

     The same holds true of Sonnet XXVI, ‘Lord of my 
love, to whom in vassalage’: 

A Thriath mo ghrá, mo ghéillsine duit tá 
’Na mogha buan snaidhmthe teann leat ag do 
fheabhas; 
Seolaim an scríbhinn seo go humhal id’ dháil 
Mar léiriú dílseacht’ ’ s ní chun maíomh faoim’ 
mheabhair. 

      Sionóid constantly draws on this classical aspect 
of the Gaelic tradition and manages at the same time 
to remain faithful to the iambic pentameter of the 
originals. As he said himself:  

My versions had therefore to be in sonnet form, of 
which there were few, if any, Irish examples; and 
hence in iambic pentameter, a measure many 
believed to be totally alien to our native tongue. 

      Despite this difficulty, he succeeds admirably in 
achieving the rhyming pattern of the English sonnet 
without altering to any significant extent the natural 
linguistic stresses of the Irish language. His rendering 
of the opening lines of Sonnet LXV illustrates 
perfectly this felicity of translation: 

Since brass, nor stone, nor earth, nor boundless sea, 
But sad mortality o'ersways their power, 
How with this rage shall beauty hold a plea, 
Whose  action is no stronger than a flower? 
 
An chruach, an chloch, an tír ’s an mhuir gan chríoch 
 Gach aon faoi réimeas dubhach an éaga ó tá, 
Cén tagra roimh an bhfiúnach seo, cén guí, 
A dhéanfaidh an Áille ar laige a brí ná bláth? 
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      Not only does he produce natural iambs and 
perfect end rhymes, but it could be argued that 
he has actually added to the original through his 
use of alliteration in lines 1 and 4, an 
ornamentation commonly used in classical Gaelic 
poetry, it should be noted! 
      By drawing on such classical literary 
mechanisms, Sionóid avoids the temptation to 
overmodernize his translations as a sop to the 
present-day reader. Nor does he oversimplify in a 
reductive manner by drawing on lower register 
linguistic tropes or spoken idiom. Not for him the 
literary tricks and artifices of the oral poetic 
tradition which survives to this day in the Irish-
speaking region of Connemara, nor even the 
artistry of the 18th and 19th century poets, some 
of whose poems and songs are still heard in that 
same oral tradition. The Bard of Avon deserves, 
nay demands more! One of Irelands foremost 
Gaelic poets of the 20th century, Máire Mhac an 
tSaoi, herself a classical Irish scholar, critic and 
advocate of traditional Gaelic stylistics in 
contemporary poetry, has commented in her 
preface to Sionóid’s translations that his versions 
resonate clearly and flawlessly back to classical 
syllabic poetry. No mean praise from a hard 
taskmistress! Sionóid’s translations will, I believe, 
pass the test of Time alluded to in Sonnet LX, 
‘Like as the waves make towards the pebbled 
shore’, and many others: 

And yet to times in hope my verse shall  stand 
Praising thy worth, despite his cruel hand. 
 
Fós  féi n, faoi dhóchas, beo trí chianta 
romhainn 
Mórfaidh mo dhuan do fheabhas dá 
dhianainneoin. 

 

[The editor thanks Kevin Dooley of Ottawa 

for submitting this review] 
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One of Ireland’s best known playwrights 

and a ‘giant of world theatre’, Brian Friel has 

died aged 86. President Michael D. Higgins 

paid tribute to the writer. “His contribution to 

what one might call ‘the theatre of memory’ 

is an outstanding legacy. After Brian Friel’s 

work no one could offer amnesia as an 

alternative to history,” he said. 

“The nation and the world have lost one of 

the giants of theatre” Taoiseach Enda Kenny 

said in a statement. “The consummate Irish 

storyteller, his work spoke to each of us with 

humour, emotion and authenticity,” he said. 

Friel was born in Killcogher, near Omagh in 

1929 and moved with his family to Derry 

when he was 10-years-old. He was educated 

in St Columb’s College, Derry – also the alma 

mater of poet Seamus Heaney and politician 

John Hume. 

Having become a teacher, Friel moved to 

Donegal in 1967, three years after his first 

stage success, Philadelphia, Here I Come, which 

was followed by a series of internationally 

regarded successes.  

Dancing at Lughnasa, probably his most 

successful play, in 1992 won three Tony Awards.  

Friel studied for a career in the priesthood in St 

Patrick’s College, Maynooth, before deciding to 

follow his father’s footsteps to become a teacher 

and studied at St Joseph’s Teacher Training 

College, Belfast. He taught at schools around 

Derry during the 1950s and moved to Co Donegal 

in 1967.  

He won a number of awards for his work 

including Tony Award, Evening Standard Award, 

New York Drama Critic’s Circle and Olivier 

Award, and was elected a Saoi of Aosdána in 

2006. 

He wrote 24 published plays, two short-story 

collections and three unpublished and eight 

published adaptations or versions, most notably 

from Ibsen, Chekov and Turgenev.  

 

 

 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Brian%20Friel&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Seamus%20Heaney&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=John%20Hume&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_location=Donegal&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_organisation=Training%20College&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_organisation=Training%20College&article=true
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His plays also included: Lovers, The Gentle 

Island, The Freedom of the City, Aristocrats, 

Faith Healer, Translations, Making History, 

Dancing at Lughnasa, Molly Sweeney, Give 

Me Your Answer Do! and The Home Place. 

“He was, quite simply, a giant, not only of 

Irish, but of World Theatre,” the Arts Council 

said in a statement.  

Sheila Pratschke, chair of the Arts Council, 

said “The Irish theatre and arts world 

generally is devastated by this sad, sad loss.”  

 “The Irish nation and world theatre 

community is grieving the loss of an 

extraordinary and major playwright of our 

times,” Abbey Theatre director Fiach Mac 

Conghail said in a statement.  

“I consider Brian Friel to be one of Ireland’s 

greatest nation builders who forensically 

interrogated and challenged the establishment 

of the Republic of Ireland. Brian Friel 

understood the power and ambiguity of 

memory in developing a sense of who we are 

as a people.” 

His wife, Anne Morrison, their three 

daughters and their son survive him. He was 

predeceased by his daughter Patricia who died 

in 2012.  

Nobel peace laureate John Hume said he 

was “deeply saddened” at his “dear friend’s” 

death. “To put simply, Brian Friel was a 

genius. But he was a genius who lived, 

breathed and walked amongst us,” he said.  

 

Rachel Flaherty IRISH TIMES 

 

 
 

Three uncollected columns by Brian 
Friel  

Labours of Love 
May 12th, 1962 

I have distinct memories of two thoroughly 
exhausting affairs before I was 10. One was 
with my teacher, Miss Crossley, and the other 
was with a young married woman whose 
husband was in the British army. 

Both romances coincided with the acquisition 
of new and spectacular skills. When I fell for 
Miss Crossley, I had just learned to cycle 
backways, and for at least a fortnight her 
evenings were disturbed by the sight of a lad 
careering madly up and down in front of her 
house, his rear resting precariously on the 
handle bars of a bicycle that had neither 
brakes, tubes nor tyres. 

Eventually, of course, I got a bad fall and was 
in hospital for a month. Now my only 
mementoes of that affair are two scars on my 
arm and two overdeveloped muscles on the 
backs of my thin legs. She never even visited 
me all the time I was laid up. 

My castanet-dance routine with the married 
woman took the form of handstands. Every 
time she opened her door, I was upside down 
on the street before her. If she went to the well 
for water, I was stationed beside the pool like 
an inverted genie. Had her husband been 
absent for more than a month, I might have 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Faith%20Healer&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Molly%20Sweeney&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_organisation=Arts%20Council&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Sheila%20Pratschke&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_organisation=Abbey%20Theatre&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Mac%20Conghail&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Mac%20Conghail&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Anne%20Morrison&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/profile/rachel-flaherty-7.3186972
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burst a blood vessel. As it was, I suffered 
from severe headaches and my eyes were 
constantly watering. 

A third romance occurred when I was 11 
and fell for a huge, lumpy, red-headed girl 
called Annie Gormley, who was in my own 
class and shared with me the distinction of 
being the best of the slow group. The slow 
group, not having the same aptitude for 
higher things as the bright group, amused 
itself by doing lines, and by a process of 
elimination Annie and myself were left for 
one another. 

“Annie,” I said one evening after class, 
“will you go with me?” 

“Why should I?” said Annie archly. 
“Annie,” I said again, more loudly this 

time, “will you go with me?” 
“Parrot!” she jeered. 
I grabbed her and kissed her on the ear 

before she could run away. 
I will never know how I survived the 

three weeks of that romance. In return for 
the purely technical title of going with her, 
Annie insisted that I fight all the new 
suitors who suddenly found her 
irresistible. 

I was always a light child, but by some 
means or other I lasted a dozen fights. I had 
teeth loosened and eyes blackened and ribs 
bruised, but an obscure sense of gallantry 
kept me going. When a contest was over 
Annie would hand me back my coat and say 
in her broadest Tyrone accent, “You’re a 
right cub!” 

I lost her to the 13th challenger – one of 
the McGuire twins. She accused me 
afterwards of throwing the fight but that 
was ungenerous of her. He was the better 
man, and anyhow I was disillusioned with 
love. I let him take me in the second round. 

Years afterwards, I heard that they 
married and that she beats the tar out of 
him every Saturday night. I was not 
surprised. 

 

La Dolce Vita in Derry 
January 23rd, 1961 

Some months ago our public representatives 
in the corporation here in Derry (unionists and 
nationalists, Gestapo and gunmen, Dicks and 
Micks, gerrymanderers and gerrymandered) 
expressed their concern at the number of 
unhealthy films being shown in the town and 
decided to ask the film exhibitors to submit to 
them for approval any film which, they felt, 
might disturb the civic conscience. 

The exhibitors promptly made arrangements 
for late-night showings of the most doubtful 
features. To these they invited our 
representatives, who have been subjected to at 
least two obscene films per month since. 

The future holds two possibilities. Our public 
representatives could become so corrupted 
that Derry may well turn into the Sodom of the 
Six. (It has already been hinted that our 
famous walls will be the setting for an annual 
open-air pageant that would make the Folies 
look like a parochial garden fete.) 

On the other hand, if the corporators 
continue to copy American standard – we 
already have the biggest hospital, swimming 
pool and fire station in the country – the town 
faces financial ruin. Either way, disaster seems 
inevitable. 

 

Birth of a Salesman 
October 15th, 1959 

Many, many years ago I made a brief and 
regrettable excursion into the world of selling. 
I have never known what prompted me to do 
this. Perhaps it was the suggestion of Mafia 
mystery of the last line of the advertisement: 
“Ring . . . and ask for Mr Pirelli.” I rang the 
number at the appointed hour and asked for 
Mr Pirelli. “Speaking,” said a vibrant bass voice. 

There was a pause. I do not know what I 
expected to happen, but I knew that I had 
repeated the magic words accurately and 
something must happen. I remember that, for 
some confused reason, I had put on my good 
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suit to make the call: the trousers were too 
long and I had them hitched up to an 
uncomfortable height. Now I began to 
sweat. The windows of the kiosk became 
misted. 

He named a hotel in the town. “You come 
straight up here now, old man, and we’ll 
give you the old one-two-three.” 

Pirelli was a tiny man who might have 
been a jockey if the world of commerce had 
not got him first. “I’ll come straight to the 
point, chaps. Foundation garments is our 
racket – ladies’ foundation garments. No 
need to spell it, is there? Well, stays.” 

I had a moment of truth, a half-second 
when I saw myself pleading with aunts and 
female cousins around the town to take an 
order from me, for God’s sake; and 
somewhere at the back of that image, I 
could see my decent Irish mother wringing 
her hands in a contortion of grief. 

I was still trembling when I arrived home 
an hour later. 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Stephen Rea's tribute 
 
I first met Brian Friel when I appeared in The 

Freedom of the City in its first London 
production, at the Royal Court Theatre, in 1973. 
He had been driven to write that play in 
response to the events of Bloody Sunday in 
Derry.  

Previously his work had been personal rather 
than directly political. His first hit play, 
Philadelphia, Here I Come! had dealt with private 
anguish in the context of emigration. But The 
Freedom of the City had such urgency that its 
director, Albert Finney, demanded that the Court 
alter its schedule to stage it as soon as possible. 

The play was received in a frost of ignorance. 
By 1980, as the nightmare of the North 

continued, Field Day had been formed, driven by 
some irenic impulse, and Translations was its 
first – and at the time thought to be its only – 
offering. 

And if Translations had been other than the 
great play it is, perhaps that would have been 
the case. But as Brian stood on stage in the 
Guildhall in Derry on the opening night, a shy 
man and a showman, receiving the ovation led 
by a unionist mayor, the warm and generous 
Marlene Jefferson, it was obvious that this was 
not the end. A combination of appetite and 
responsibility carried us forward.  

Field Day continued, fired by Brian’s desire to 
explore his work in this new context. He had a 
new audience, many of whom had never been in 
a theatre before. This was political action in the 
widest sense. Its aim, which was partly 
discovered in response to the audience, was to 
create a discursive change, by resituating the 
standard languages of politics and drama. 

It’s all about language, he said to me. The play, 
I asked. The theatre? The whole thing, he said. 

We were joined by a remarkable group of 
people – Seamus Deane, Seamus Heaney, Tom 
Kilroy, David Hammond, Tom Paulin – but Friel 
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was always the central driving force. His 
power and persistence, his intelligence and 
humour, his enormously generous hospitality 
and friendship informed all of our activities. 

And I always valued, and will miss, his 
tough, shrewd judgment. 

On the question of making a version of 
Chekhov he said, to be faithful to the original 
you have to take liberties. 

And to a designer insisting that an 
unrecognisable piece of furniture was 
authentic he said, authenticity is what you 
believe. 

In 1981, when we were discussing future 
plans, Brian declared, “The country needs a 
big sore laugh.” He was right, and he 
delivered it with his hilarious farce, The 
Communication Cord. That humanity, that 
connection with his audience and his 
masterly writing made him a unique figure in 
Irish and world theatre. 

He is irreplaceable. 
 

 

Making history 
 

Making History (1988), few have commented on 

the impact this has had on the study of Irish 

history and its dissemination to a wider public. 

Translations was the first production of the Field 

Day Theatre Company, set up at the height of the 

Northern ‘Troubles’ to explore a cultural ‘fifth 

province’ that would transcend political 

differences. While it was rapturously received by 

audiences, the academics were not so impressed. 

The respected historical geographer J.H. Andrews 

pointed out (The Irish Review [1993]) that in 

Translations the Ordnance Survey had been 

misrepresented. By the early nineteenth century, 

the period in which the play is set, it had long 

ceased to be (except in name) a ‘military 

operation’, a central trope of the play. 

Similarily, Hiram Morgan pointed out (Text & 

Context [1990]) that a central trope of Making 

History, that Hugh O’Neill spent his youth in 

England and thus had a conflicted identity, was 

incorrect. We now know that O’Neill in fact spent 

his youth in the Pale. Hiram’s critique was, 

however, tinged with admiration and envy—

admiration for Friel’s ability to communicate 

imaginatively with a wider audience, and envy 

that academic historians were not able to do the 

same. He went on to call for academic historians 

to become better communicators, to satisy the 

wider public’s thirst for knowledge about the 

past; in particular, he suggested the setting up of a 

popular history magazine. Three years later, in 

conjunction with others of like mind, and former 

publisher Rod Eley in particular, History Ireland 

was born, with Hiram as joint editor. Over twenty 

years later we’re still here. While we may have 

been no more than an outer ripple of his 

imaginative engagement with history, we say 

‘Thank you, Mr Friel!’ 

Tommy Graham 
Editorial, History Ireland, Volume 23, Issue 6 

(November/December 2015),  

 

http://www.historyireland.com/category/volume-23/
http://www.historyireland.com/category/volume-23/issue-6-novemberdecember-2015/
http://www.historyireland.com/category/volume-23/issue-6-novemberdecember-2015/
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FINTAN  O’TOOLE 

 

The boy, in this memory, is about nine years 

old, and his father is in his early 40s. It is 

summer in the beautiful Donegal village of 

Glenties, where the boy’s mother was brought 

up. Now the boy and his father are walking 

home from a lake with fishing rods across 

their shoulders. It has been raining all day, so 

they are soaked to the skin. But, perhaps 

because the fishing has been good, the boy’s 

father is unusually happy. As they walk along 

the muddy road into the village they start to 

sing. 

This memory was important to Brian Friel, 

as it is to his first enduring dramatic creation, 

Gar O’Donnell, in the 1964 play 

Philadelphia, Here I Come!  

Glenties, disguised as Ballybeg in almost 

every Friel play, remained the imagined 

setting of much of his work. Those childhood 

holidays there, in his mother’s old home, 

remained so vivid for him that he seemed to 

remember the shape of cups hanging in the 

scullery, the texture of every tree around the 

house, the pattern of every flagstone in the 

kitchen floor. They were, perhaps, the nearest 

that his restless, angular sensibility ever came 

to a sense of belonging. 

The only problem is that he knew that what 

he remembered with such certainty of that 

summer day could not have happened. As he 

said in a talk he gave on BBC radio in 1972, 

“there is no lake along that muddy road. And 

since there is no lake, my father and I never 

walked back from it in the rain with our rods 

across our shoulders. The fact is a fiction.”  

Yet – and this is the centre of Friel’s work – 

this realisation that memories may be 

inventions does not deprive them of their 

force.  

Friel liked a quote from Oscar Wilde about 

the “inalienable privilege” of the artist to 

“give an accurate description of what has 

never happened”.  

Truths, for him, were not mere facts. Of this 

false memory he insisted, “For me it is a truth. 

And because I acknowledge its peculiar veracity 

it becomes a layer in my subsoil; it becomes part 

of me; ultimately it becomes me.”  

In Philadelphia, that first great play, Friel’s own 

real memory is transported into his fictional 

character’s memory, and there, too, it proves 

illusory. Yet the very power with which it is 

evoked on stage lifts it into a different kind of 

reality. It makes its own truth. That trajectory, 

from reality to fiction to shattered illusion and 

back to a sort of heightened presence, is the 

journey of a Friel play.  

And the journey is not just personal. Friel’s 

great originality lay in the way he treated public 

history as if it were private memory – as a 

construct whose truth does not lie in its mere 

facts. Just as it did not matter to him in the end 

that his lovely memory of his father could not 

have happened, the characters in his plays turn 

history into words, images, stories. It is their way 

of not being crushed by the weight of its cruel 

inevitability.  

After his world has imploded, at the end of 

Translations, the schoolmaster Hugh tells his son 

Owen that “it is not the literal past, the ‘facts’ of 

history that shape us, but images of the past 

embodied in language”.  

Deep roots  
For Friel, both as a man and as a writer, the past 

and all our images of it were slippery and 

treacherous. He had two birth certificates. One 

says he was born, the child of a schoolteacher and 

a junior civil servant, in Omagh, Co Tyrone, in 

what was then the new entity of Northern Ireland, 

on January 9th, 1929. The other gives his date of 

birth as January 10th.  

The idea at the heart of his work – that our sense 

of what happened in the past owes more to our 

imaginations than it does to our memories – has 

very deep roots. Friel may not have invented the 

notion of the unreliable narrator. He may not have 

been the first to force an audience to try to 

reconcile conflicting accounts of the past. But the 

utter conviction with which these devices are 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_location=Donegal&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Brian%20Friel&article=true
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used in his plays, the way they transcend 

questions of form and style and become a 

vivid and visceral presence on stage, must 

surely reflect the fact that they had a profound 

personal meaning for Brian Friel. 

That utter uncertainty about the meaning of 

past events is one of the reasons why Friel’s 

lifetime of achievement evoked so little self-

satisfaction. Self-contempt was more in his 

line than self-congratulation.  

He talked, when he discussed his work at all, 

of “our trivial achievements and our abysmal 

failures”. The tributes of critics and 

academics did not impress him. In 1972 he 

conducted the following interview with 

himself for BBC radio: 

“When did you know you were going to be a 

writer?  

“The answer is, I’ve no idea.  

“Which of your plays is your favourite?  

“None of them.  

“Which of your stories?  

“Most of them embarrass me.  

“Do you think the atmosphere in Ireland is 

hostile or friendly to the artist?  

“I’m thinking of my lunch . . .  

“Or would you say, Mr Friel, that the 

influence of Heidegger is only beginning to 

be felt in the drama and that Beckett and 

Pinter are John the Baptists of a great new 

movement?  

“Well, in answer to that I’d say that I’m a 

middle-aged man and that I tire easily and that I’d 

like to go out for a walk now, so please go away 

and leave me alone.”  

Sense of failure  
That nagging sense of failure, that refusal to 

believe that anything has been achieved, haunts 

his nearest avatar, Frank Hardy, in Faith Healer, 

the role that gave Donal McCann his crowning 

achievement on stage. Frank’s doom develops in 

the space between his belief that he really can 

work miracles on the one hand and his fear that 

he may be, after all, a con man on ther other.  

As a summoner of theatrical illusions Friel 

himself was drawn between that same belief and 

that same fear. Frank Hardy asks himself, “Am I 

endowed with a unique and awesome gift? – my 

God, yes, I’m afraid so. And I suppose the other 

extreme was Am I a con man? – which of course 

was nonsense, I think. And between those 

exaggerations, the possibilities were legion. Was 

it all chance? – or skill? – or illusion? – or 

delusion? Precisely what power did I possess? – 

Could I summon it? When and how?” Those 

questions are the abiding questions of Friel’s 

career.  
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At times they made for plays like The 

Freedom of the City, his response to Bloody 

Sunday, and Making History, his reflection on 

the myths and realities of Hugh O’Neill, 

which seem to despair of ever being able to 

say anything about momentous events.  

And yet, for all his doubts about making 

sense of the past, for all his restlessness in 

relation to his own achievements, it is the 

very darkness of the past, the 

untrustworthiness of memory and of 

language, that has given Friel’s work its 

extraordinary force. The fictional nature of 

one’s own life sanctioned, in his mind, the 

fictions of the theatre. “An autobiographical 

fact,” Friel said, “can be pure fiction.” But, 

typically, he added, “And no less reliable for 

that.”  

In his case the autobiographical facts, 

however untrustworthy, were crucial, for, 

more even than most writers, Friel was 

obsessively concerned with his own time and 

place. He quoted with approval a remark of 

his friend Seamus Heaney: “There are only 

certain stretches of road over which the 

writer’s divining rod will come to life.”  

When Friel was 10 he moved to Derry with 

his family. His father, Patrick Friel, was a 

Nationalist Party member of the notoriously 

gerrymandered Derry Corporation, 

representing the Catholic housing estates of 

the Bogside and Creggan, where the civil-

rights movement came to the boil.  

The Troubles 
Brian Friel was himself a member of the 

Nationalist Party for a time, and, especially 

after the beginning of the Troubles in 1968, 

most of what he wrote was shaped in one way 

or another by the conflict. He never had a 

Yeatsian belief that theatre could somehow 

alter the entire consciousness of his place and 

time, but he held on to the hope that it might 

“make some tiny, thumbscrew adjustment to 

our psyche”.  

Catholicism itself was a strong and troubling 

influence. After five years at St Columb’s 

college in Derry (alma mater, too, of Heaney, of 

John Hume and of his friend Seamus Deane, the 

writer and critic), Friel went, at the age of 16, to 

study for the priesthood at Maynooth College. It 

was, he said in 1964, “an awful experience. It 

nearly drove me cracked. It is one thing I want to 

forget. I never talk about it, the priesthood.” 

In Friel’s plays, however, silences and absences 

are always potent, and it is clear that some part of 

that experience remained with him. He spoke of 

his work as a search for “faith”, and his 

description of that search makes it sound very 

much like a religious quest. It was “the patient 

assembly of a superstructure which imposes a 

discipline and within which work can be 

performed in the light of an insight, a group of 

ideas, a carefully cultivated attitude”.  

He talked, too, of the theatre as a “theoretical 

priesthood”. In his plays the figures who most 

closely represent the artist are priests or priest-

like: St Columba in The Enemy Within, 

Archbishop Lombard in Making History, Fr Jack 

in Dancing at Lughnasa and, above all Frank 

Hardy in Faith Healer.  

Nationalism and Catholicism are the forces that 

have shaped Friel’s consciousness, but he in turn 

shaped them to his needs as a writer. What makes 

him important beyond the theatre, indeed, is the 

way he reimagined those forces, making them 

fluid and open.  

He probed with relentless questioning key 

aspects of an identity that has been all too fixed 

and certain. Politics and religion were as 

powerful for him as they were for James Joyce, 

and like Joyce he made his work from the 

struggle to escape them through “silence, exile 

and cunning”.  

Exile  
In Friel’s case the exile was internal and 

imaginative rather than physical. He chose to live, 

appropriately, just on the Donegal side of the 

Border, keeping his distance from both Belfast 

and Dublin, hovering between two political 

entities, neither of which he felt comfortable with.  

Yet he made the break from his father’s world 

with one brief but highly significant episode of 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Seamus%20Heaney&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=John%20Hume&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Seamus%20Deane&article=true
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exile. At the invitation of the great theatre 

director Tyrone Guthrie, he went with his 

wife and two children to Minneapolis, in 

Minnesota, where Guthrie was founding his 

new theatre.  

For six months he spent his days and 

evenings in the theatre, “literally skulking 

about in the gloom of the back seats”, until a 

doorman challenged him. As he was trying to 

explain his function one of the actors stepped 

in to rescue him with the words, “He’s okay . 

. . He’s an observer.”  

As Friel later recalled, “that fortuitous 

christening gave me not only an identity but a 

dignity: an observer, part of the great 

communal effort – pass, friend.” 

The result, eventually, was Philadephia, 

Here I Come! which was a considerable 

success on Broadway, in London and in 

Dublin in 1964. But it is striking that, 

although he produced some interesting work 

between then and the early 1970s, his 

development rather stalled until the effects of 

the conflict in Northern Ireland began to seep 

into his plays.  

It was as if, having dramatised his break 

with his past in Philadelphia, he needed to 

rework that play’s clash of father and son in a 

new way, as a metaphor for a larger conflict. 

That possibility emerged as Northern Ireland 

slipped into chaos. 

 

Bloody Sunday  
Friel cannot, however, be seen as a directly 

political playwright, much less as a spokesman 

for his tribe. The Freedom of the City (premiered 

in 1973), because it draws on the Bloody Sunday 

massacre in Derry, is sometimes seen as an 

attempt to adopt that role. In fact, for all the anger 

that burns through it, the play is partly about the 

impossibility of ever finding a single point of 

view that will encompass the truth of violent 

events.  

It is not accidental that that perception finds its 

most oblique yet most powerful theatrical form in 

a play that seems entirely unconnected to the 

politics of Northern Ireland, Faith Healer. For 

what Friel drew from the conflict was an ever 

deeper sense of the untrustworthiness of 

language.  

His terrain was the clash of languages and 

histories, the gap between private belief and 

public expression, the prevalence of official and 

unofficial lies. 

The approach of Friel’s best plays – Faith 

Healer, Translations, Aristocrats, Dancing at 

Lughnasa (the first three premiered within an 

extraordinary period of 18 months in 1979 and 

1980) – is much more oblique than a simple 

response to the Troubles might imply.  

What the conflict provoked in him was a search 

for a way of locating the big issues – history, 

myth, language – within the lives of small 

communities or within the minds of ordinary 

people. He found a means of embodying in vivid 

characters the disjunction between private feeling 

and public form that was the experience of 

Northern Irish Catholics of his generation.  

He found, too, images of quiet lives torn apart 

by the casual irruption of history, as the sisters in 

the small village world of Dancing at Lughnasa 

suddenly find themselves at the mercy of African 

rituals, the Spanish Civil War and the industrial 

revolution.  

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_person=Tyrone%20Guthrie&article=true
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And he found, in Faith Healer, the most 

enduring images of the personal resonance of 

conflicting histories, the inability to deal with 

grief and the magnetic power of death. To say 

that these images are not political is perfectly 

true. But it cannot be denied that they distil 

the psychic experience of a vicious and 

intimate conflict.  

Yet, like the false memories that somehow 

escape the tyranny of facts, the thrust of 

Friel’s best work was always towards an 

escape from the tyranny of history, even from 

the relentless grip of time.  

World ending  
In Friel’s plays the world is always ending 

but never ends. In Making History the 

struggle between O’Neill and the English is 

one of “life or death” for a Gaelic Ireland “on 

the brink of extinction”. The catastrophe at 

Kinsale should therefore be apocalyptic. Yet 

2½ centuries later, in Translations, we have 

that same civilisation, still on the brink of 

extinction.  

The brink of extinction, in Friel, is a 

surprisingly stable place. Kate’s sense in 

Lughnasa that “hair cracks are appearing 

everywhere; that control is slipping away; that 

the whole thing is so fragile, it can’t be held 

together much longer” is almost always there 

in Friel’s plays. The cracks do widen into 

gaping holes, control does slip away, the 

fragile things do fall apart. Yet things and 

people still go on.  

The Homeric ending of Translations speaks 

in absolutes: there is no future for this ancient 

city. And yet, 100 years later again, in 

Dancing at Lughnasa, the old civilisation is 

still not quite dead; the “rituals and 

ceremonies and beliefs these people have 

practised since before history” of Making 

History are still pulsing through the lives of 

the Mundy sisters in 1936.  

The golden late afternoon in which 

Aristocrats ends in the mid-1970s but which 

“may go on indefinitely” is the same golden, 

indefinite, unending late afternoon in which 

Dancing at Lughnasa ends in the 1930s.  

Somehow, in some composite of Friel’s plays, it 

is always Ballybeg, it is always August, the day is 

always waning, the world is always ending. The 

magic of Friel’s theatre is that he could pause 

those moments and hold them forever in a perfect 

stillness so that they hover before us and hold 

back time and history.  

Those images have touched audiences around 

the world, but their rapturous responses never 

made Friel any less restless. His most eloquent 

self-expression will always be the figure of Frank 

Hardy in Faith Healer, a man who may be a 

charlatan or who may be blessed and who is 

probably both.  

And of whom it might be said, as Grace says of 

Frank, that “I’m sure it was always an excellence, 

a perfection, that was the cause of his restlessness 

and the focus of it.” 
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